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While the link between education and income has been widely established, there exists 
very little research concerning this relationship for refugees. This paper aims to address this gap 
by exploring the relationship between refugees’ country-of-origin education, before arrival to the 
U.S., and their U.S. income. This relationship was analyzed through the use of multiple 
regression on the 2017 Annual Survey of Refugees dataset – a large, rich dataset for which 
survey weights were constructed to both account for a refugee’s probability of selection and to 
ensure the final dataset was representative of the larger refugee population in the U.S. The key 
findings from this study were that (1) additional years of country-of-origin education lead to 
higher U.S. earnings and (2) completing secondary school and obtaining a university degree in 
the country of origin are the only degrees or certificates that impact U.S. earnings, and they both 
lead to an increase in earnings as compared to a refugee with no degrees from their country of 
origin. These findings, alongside others, highlight the importance of country-of-origin education 
and its impact on refugee integration. Policymakers are urged to reevaluate the strict standards 
by which someone is granted recognition of their foreign-obtained degree, as well as to adopt 
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Chapter 1: Introduction, Key Question, and Significance 
Introduction 
 Refugee policy is a contentious issue in the United States, and has become even more so 
in recent years. While the U.S. has been accepting immigrants for centuries, including providing 
protection to persons fleeing persecution, the first official refugee policy was passed by the U.S. 
House of Representatives in 1948 in an effort to accommodate and resettle World War II victims 
(“The House Legislates”, n.d.). The majority of the modern-day debate concerning this issue 
centers around the quotas dictating the number of refugees permitted entry to the U.S. and 
security screenings for said refugees, while another crucial issue fades to the background: the 
integration of refugees into American society following their arrival. The U.S. admitted 29,916 
refugees in 2019 alone, which is even fewer than the annual admission by previous government 
administrations (Baugh, 2020). Despite this decrease, integrating these refugees into American 
society remains a crucial task – not only to assist them in building and improving their lives, but 
also to promote their participation in all spheres of society. It is to the benefit of the U.S. to 
promote economic integration especially, as refugees contribute to the economy not only as 
workers, but as tax-payers and consumers as well (Crawford, 2016).  
One of the most salient measures of refugee integration is economic outcomes; however, 
it is often found that refugees earn even less than other immigrants, who, on the whole, already 
experience lower earnings than the native-born American population (Connor, 2010; Bakker et 
al., 2017)1. It is generally recognized that education can lead to improved labor market outcomes, 
but this relationship is not frequently studied for refugee populations (Riddell, 2006). Studying 
this relationship is typically done in the context of refugees who arrive as children or 
 
1 Connor, 2016 and Bakker et al., 2017 both studied immigrants as a whole, and did not differentiate based on what 
visa they held. 
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adolescents, and is almost always examined in terms of how educational attainment after arrival 
in the U.S. can impact economic outcomes. These studies do yield important information; there 
is a strong indication that the younger a refugee is when they arrive, the greater amount of 
education they go on to achieve (Kallick & Mathema, 2016). In fact, refugees who arrive under 
the age of 14 have high school graduation and college entrance rates comparable to those of the 
native-born population (Evans & Fitzgerald, 2017). These statistics are very important to 
recognize; however, this relationship is rarely studied in the context of adult refugees, whose 
education is arguably also a key factor in their level of economic success.  
In terms of adult refugees, there are programs and resources available to assist in 
educational attainment; however, they are not equally available to all. This is because the 
majority of the programs are solely local, meaning that where a refugee is placed – and what 
resettlement agency is assigned to them – can have a large impact on their access to education 
and other local programs. However, there are also numerous scholarships available at both the 
national and state level, some of which are available for adults as well. These scholarships can 
break down the barrier to education for adult refugees; however, it is important to recognize that 
they only help a small fraction of the total number of adult refugees who could benefit from 
further education (“Scholarships for immigrants”, n.d.).  
On a national scale, there are options for connecting refugees, including adult refugees, to 
employment programs through the Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act of 2014. 
Essentially, refugee organizations are encouraged to work in partnership with “workforce 
development agencies” to increase access to these agencies for the refugees involved in the 
organizations (“Connecting Refugees…”, 2015). This program, while not directly providing 
further education, can be combined with the educational opportunities provided by refugee 
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organizations across the country to increase employment outcomes. However, these 
opportunities are again disproportionately available to refugees depending on where in the U.S. 
they are placed and therefore what refugee organizations they can access. Ultimately, without 
more consistent, national programs, the details about further education for refugees as a group 
remain unclear (Satar, 2017).  
 All of this information is focused on education after arrival in the U.S., when in fact 
many refugees do arrive with a certain level of education obtained in their countries of origin 
(Satar, 2017). There are certainly statistics collected on the education level of refugees, but it is 
often unclear how much was attained in the country of origin and how much additional education 
was obtained in the U.S. An important facet of this issue is the fact that foreign-obtained degrees 
are often not transferable to the U.S., as they are not always considered to be as high of quality as 
U.S. degrees. Thus, even refugees who arrive with some prior education often either settle for 
jobs for which they are overqualified or return to school, sometimes to obtain the same degree 
they held in their country of origin (Richwine, 2018). However, the full extent of this 
relationship between country-of-origin education and economic outcomes while accounting for 
further education in the U.S. is not wholly understood, especially for refugees arriving in late 
adolescence or as adults. Understanding this relationship is crucial for deciding how to allocate 
resources in order to ensure the best possible economic outcomes.  
Key Question  
While studies frequently examine the relationship between educational attainment and 
employment in the general population, this relationship has not been examined in the context of 
refugee populations specifically. Therefore, this research will clarify this relationship and answer 
the following question: How does a refugee’s level of educational attainment in their country of 
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origin impact their employment outcomes in the U.S.? Moreover, does the relationship between 
level of educational attainment and employment outcomes hold across different countries of 
origin?  
Significance for Public Policy 
The primary policy implications of this research reside in the creation and maintenance of 
assistance and general resettlement programs for refugees, especially with a view to further 
education, both immediately upon arrival and over the long-term as well. More specifically, 
understanding the link between country-of-origin education and employment outcomes, while 
taking into account further education obtained after arrival in the U.S. (especially in the form of 
English-language training), is crucial for improving existing policies that do not currently 
account for this relationship. However, understanding said relationship is only the first step. 
From this understanding, we also need to assess how resources can be best allocated to create 
new programs and maintain or alter existing ones with the ultimate goal of improving eventual 
labor market outcomes as much as possible. This may include allotting further federal funds for 
education subsidies, scholarships, or programs, or creating a more centralized program for 
refugees to go through to obtain additional education. Tackling this issue may also involve 
further research into how we can better capitalize on education already obtained in the country of 
origin. Regardless of the outcomes, improving our understanding of this issue can help point to 
potential solutions. Depending on the results, if this thesis is able to study the relationship to see 
how it does or does not differ across different countries of origin, it may also point to solutions 
that involve increasing support directly for refugees who arrive from countries that are associated 
with worse economic outcomes.  
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 Finally, confronting these issues and implementing better policy to ultimately improve 
economic outcomes for refugees may in turn inadvertently impact the quotas put in place for the 
number of refugees allowed into the U.S. in any given year. If we are better able to understand 
how to set refugees up for success after arrival, we will likely see improved labor market success 
for refugees, which translates into economic benefits for the U.S. Improving economic outcomes 
for refugees is in the best interest of everyone, and the potential resulting policy changes are 
numerous.  
Following Chapters 
In Chapter 2, I examine the existing literature primarily for two main categories: the 
relationship between education and economic outcomes and the transferability of foreign-
obtained degrees. This exploration is completed with a view to both establishing the background 
that frames this study and identifying conceptual frameworks that will support my research.  
In Chapter 3, I outline the quantitative methods that were used to conduct the study. More 
specifically, I explain the statistical models utilized, highlight and define the relevant variables, 
and explain the dataset used in the answering of my key question. I also explore the advantages 
of these methods as well as reference possible limitations.  
Chapter 4 consists of the results and findings of my quantitative data analysis. As well as 
providing these findings, I also hypothesize possible explanations based on existing theory and 
literature.  
 Finally, in Chapter 5 I highlight my most important findings concerning how country-of-
origin education impacts economic outcomes for refugees in the U.S. I conclude by assessing the 
generalizability and potential policy implications of these findings, as well as suggesting next 
steps for future research.  
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Chapter 2: Background and Conceptual Framework 
Economic Outcomes for Refugees 
 It is widely recognized across existing literature that immigrants earn, on average, less 
than the native-born population in a given host country (Duleep & Dowhan, 2008). This trend 
continues with refugees compared to the native-born population; however, it should be noted that 
there is a further disparity in earnings between refugees and other immigrants. This so-called 
“refugee gap” - the idea that refugees are worse off economically than other immigrants - has 
been observed in numerous countries, including the U.S. (Connor, 2010; Bakker et al., 2017). In 
his 2010 study, Phillip Connor analyzed a comprehensive U.S. immigrant dataset to compare the 
economic success of other immigrants versus refugees specifically. Ultimately, Connor did not 
find a refugee gap for “likelihood of employment” but did find one for “occupational level and 
earnings”, which could mostly be explained by factors such as education, English language 
proficiency, and neighborhood (2010). However, even after accounting for such factors, the 
refugee gap persisted (Connor, 2010). Even amongst studies where education is not a primary 
outcome variable, education has still shown itself to be crucial for determining economic 
outcomes for immigrants, including refugees.  
Relationship Between Educational Attainment and Economic Outcomes 
 It is commonly accepted that, in general, higher levels of educational attainment are 
correlated with improved economic outcomes (Riddell, 2006; Van der Velden & Wolbers, 2007; 
Cheeseman Day & Newburger, 2002). While the literature on this relationship between 
educational attainment and economic outcomes for refugees and immigrants specifically is 
certainly less comprehensive, the limited studies that have been conducted indicate that this 
general theory likely holds for these groups as well. There has also been one especially notable 
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study that analyzed this relationship amongst refugee populations. In their 2018 study, Manhica 
et al. explored both the differences in labor market participation for refugees in Sweden 
compared to native Swedes and the impact of education on labor market outcomes for refugees 
between 23 and 26-years-old in Sweden. Ultimately, Manhica et al. found that refugees in this 
age group are at a much higher risk of low or no labor market participation compared to native 
Swedes (2018). This pattern held regardless of gender or accompanied versus unaccompanied 
refugees. However, some results showed similarly low levels of labor market participation and 
poor outcomes for the refugee and intercountry adoptee groups, which the authors hypothesized 
was an indication of larger ethnic discrimination (Manhica et al., 2018). In terms of the 
relationship between education and economic outcomes for this group, Manhica et al. found that 
acquiring a secondary education was associated with improved labor market outcomes, although 
the reduction was typically larger for native Swedes. Ultimately, the authors concluded that 
education can potentially mitigate lower labor market outcomes for refugees in this age group 
(Manhica et al., 2018). 
While Manhica et al. laid an important foundation in their recent study, the literature on 
the relationship between education and economic outcomes for refugees is lacking. The dataset 
used by Manhica et al. measured the level of education of the refugees seven years after arrival 
in Sweden, but did not specify how many years of education or what degree was obtained in the 
refugee’s country of origin versus in Sweden after arrival, nor did the dataset include information 
about the refugees’ Swedish language ability (2018). Fundamentally, my own research seeks to 
examine how this general trend and generally accepted theory - greater educational attainment 
leads to improved economic outcomes - does or does not differ for refugees, but specifically in 
terms of educational attainment in a refugee’s country of origin and specifically for refugees in 
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the U.S., which is a very different environment than Sweden. Additionally, I will account for 
English-language proficiency in hopes of further bolstering my results.  
While very little research exists concerning the relationship between educational 
attainment and economic outcomes for refugees specifically, this theory has been studied more 
extensively in the context of immigrants in general. Although both country of origin and host-
country education are important components of this relationship, some studies have elected to 
focus more specifically on host-country education and its impact on labor market outcomes 
(Bratsberg & Ragan Jr., 2002; Kaida, 2013; Sarkar & Collier, 2017). The outcomes vary across 
different studies, but it is clear that immigrants who receive additional education after arrival in 
their host-country see improved economic outcomes. In a U.S. study of male immigrants, results 
showed that those who had received some education in the U.S. earned higher wages than those 
who had not; furthermore, those who completed their education in the U.S. saw higher wage 
returns to their years of foreign education (Bratsberg & Ragan Jr., 2002). This supports an 
existing theory that U.S. education enhances that received in other countries, at least in terms of 
wages earned in the U.S. labor market. Other studies showed less definitive results and measured 
economic outcomes in other ways. In her 2013 Canadian study, Kaida found that host-country 
education is only truly beneficial for highly-educated immigrants who had recently arrived. 
However, this study was conducted with data on immigrants up to four years after arrival - Kaida 
concludes that it is likely that less educated immigrants require more years to reap the benefits of 
host-country education (2013). Furthermore, Kaida specifically examined the impact of host-
country education on immigrants’ ability to exit poverty, which is a more difficult goal - both to 
define and to achieve - than being employed or increasing one’s earnings, the explanatory 
variables more commonly used (Kaida, 2013).  
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Other studies have directly examined the link between country-of-origin education and 
economic outcomes. While results vary, research in this area generally indicates that education 
obtained in one’s country of origin is less beneficial to securing improved economic outcomes 
than education obtained in the host country (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008; Lancee & Bol, 2017; Hartog 
& Zorlu, 2009). This is indicative of a larger issue that I will examine in more detail: 
transferability of degrees across different countries. In a study again focusing on immigrants in 
general, it was found that both years of education and work experience gained before arrival 
were significantly less valuable than the equivalent gained in Canada by the native-born 
population (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008). However, despite this, the study also found that immigrants 
with educational degrees did see larger earnings than immigrants without degrees (Ferrer & 
Riddell, 2008). Finally, the same study also found lower returns to the number of years of 
education for immigrants from regions other than the U.S. and the U.K., but increased gains in 
earnings for degrees obtained in those two countries specifically (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008). A 
more recent study, conducted by Lancee and Bol in 2017, sought to identify the relationship 
between having foreign degrees from developing countries and wages for immigrants in eleven 
different European countries. Ultimately, they found that immigrants with a degree from a 
developing country earned, on average, 12.4% less than people with a native degree (Lancee and 
Bol, 2017). Even when controlling for skills specific to the occupation in question, foreign 
degree holders still earned 7.7% less (Lancee and Bol, 2017). While both of these studies were 
conducted on immigrants in general, the differentiation between immigrants from outside of the 
U.S. and the U.K. in the first and those with degrees from developing countries in the second is 
crucial. Furthermore, the results are likely more indicative of the refugee experience, as refugees 
are less likely to come from developed countries.  
 15 
Another notable study, conducted by Hartog and Zorlu in 2009, examined the 
relationship between country-of-origin education and “economic position” for refugees in the 
Netherlands. The authors’ key finding was that higher education obtained prior to arrival as a 
refugee did not significantly affect the refugees’ labor market success within the first five years 
following arrival (Hartog & Zorlu, 2009). However, the authors highlight their lack of a measure 
of Dutch language proficiency as a major weakness of the study and a possible explanation for 
their somewhat unexpected results (Hartog & Zorlu, 2009). This thesis aims to fill the gap left by 
this study, among others, by examining refugees in the U.S. specifically and accounting for 
English language proficiency as well as education both in the country of origin and in the host 
country. 
In fact, many studies have chosen a similar research method to this thesis by analyzing 
both country-of-origin and host-country education and how these combined influence economic 
outcomes. While the methods and details of the results vary, the key finding is the same across 
the majority: educational attainment in the host country is valued higher and results in greater 
economic outcomes for immigrants than country-of-origin education (Arbeit & Warren, 2013; 
Lancee & Bol, 2017; Tong, 2010; Friedberg, 2000; Kanas & Tubergen, 2009). Notably, a 2013 
study by Arbeit and Warren found a 17% reduction in wage returns for foreign degrees as 
compared to U.S. degrees for females and an 11% reduction for males. The same study also 
found that foreign degrees acquired in different regions did impact the success in the labor 
market or lack thereof, but English language proficiency was not included in the study (Arbeit & 
Warren, 2013). It may be postulated that the decreased returns to host-country education could 
possibly be due to the fact that obtaining education in the host country increases the social 
contact immigrants have with the native population, and indeed research has indicated that social 
 16 
contact is beneficial for economic integration of immigrants (Aguilera, 2002). However, it has 
been shown that this alone cannot explain the difference in returns between country-of-origin 
and host-country education, suggesting a larger conclusion about the transferability of the 
education itself (Kanas & Tubergen, 2009). Stated more directly, country-of-origin education, 
and even occupational experience, is valued less than host-country education and experience 
(Friedberg, 2000). 
A 2010 study by author Yuying Tong examined a more niche section of this issue, 
looking specifically at the earnings of immigrant scientists and engineers in the U.S. In keeping 
with the results of other research, Tong found that a foreign college degree in either of these 
fields led to lower earnings for immigrants compared to a U.S. college degree (Tong, 2010). 
Notably, this result held whether or not a higher degree was obtained in the U.S., although a 
higher degree from the U.S. did lead to higher earnings than a lack of one (Tong, 2010). 
However, immigrants with a U.S. college degree saw the same level of earnings as native-born 
Americans (Tong, 2010). These results indicate a potential difference in the relationship between 
education and earnings based on when an immigrant arrives in the U.S. - for example, arriving 
before receiving a college degree may mean the same earnings as an American counterpart, 
whereas arriving after college but before graduate school likely leads to lower earnings - or 
perhaps the type of degree, as these results are only for science and engineering degrees. While 
this particular study did not address all of these hypotheticals, this thesis aims to analyze how the 
results change or do not when the type of education is broadened to all fields, but the subjects are 
narrowed only to refugees. All of the aforementioned studies, with the exception of Manhica et 
al. and Hartog and Zorlu, were conducted using data on immigrants as a whole, rather than 
examining refugee populations specifically. While the results are important for developing 
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theory and understanding the general issue, this thesis ultimately attempts to further the existing 
research (concerning the relationship between education and economic outcomes) and filling a 
notable gap in the current literature by extending the analysis to refugee populations 
specifically.  
Additionally, in the context of this study it is crucial to note that many of these 
aforementioned studies were conducted in other countries – including Sweden, Canada, and the 
Netherlands – and therefore the transferability of their results to refugees in the U.S. is limited 
due to the significant differences in immigration policy between the U.S. and these countries. 
Immigration policies in Europe and Canada have a different focus than those of the U.S. – these 
other countries focus more on integration after arrival and are stricter about admitting 
immigrants in the first place, whereas the U.S. is more generous about allowing a large number 
of immigrants in, but provides significantly less assistance with integration after arrival (Zolberg, 
2006). Among other issues, the relatively low availability of social welfare benefits coupled with 
high levels of economic inequality pose significant barriers to integration for many immigrants 
in the U.S. (Alba & Foner, 2014). Refugees admitted to the U.S. are an exception to some extent, 
as services are available. However, these services are limited and depend entirely on where 
refugees are placed and to which resettlement agency they are assigned. The non-uniform nature 
of these services means that many refugees struggle with integration even after their “official” 
period of resettlement has ended (Tyson, 2017). Ultimately, integration is not a primary focus of 
U.S. immigration policy even for refugees. Existing literature therefore often studies other 
countries, and while these studies are useful to an extent, it is important to recognize the 
limitations in their transferability to the U.S. This thesis intends to contribute to closing this gap 
and increasing the knowledge base about U.S.-specific integration.  
 18 
As evidenced above, there is extensive existing literature concerning immigrants as well 
as the relationship between education and economic outcomes; however, this research is lacking 
a specific focus on refugees. The conceptual model for this thesis builds off of the assumption 
that this positive relationship between education and earnings seen for the native-born population 
and immigrants (Riddell, 2006; Van der Velden & Wolbers, 2007; Cheeseman Day & 
Newburger, 2002) will hold for refugees as well. However, because of the limited transferability 
of degrees to the U.S., as is further explored later in this chapter, I expect to see a weaker 
relationship for refugees than for the native-born population. Manhica et al. laid the foundation 
for this assumption and, following their study, I hypothesize that, while the U.S. is very different 
from Sweden in the context of refugee policy and integration, that higher educational attainment 
in the country of origin (COO) will lead to some increase in earnings in the U.S. as well. 
Furthermore, I hypothesize that English-language training in the U.S. will lead to an increase in 
earnings, as higher-paying jobs will typically require English speaking ability and learning 
English will increase refugees’ access to these jobs.  
I. Incorporating Language Skills 
 While mentioned in conjunction with certain studies above, the impact of language skills 
on returns to education in the form of economic outcomes should not be understated. A positive 
relationship between language proficiency and economic outcomes, both direct and through 
increased returns to education, has been demonstrated across existing research (Kaida, 2013; 
Renaud & Cayn, 2007; Berman et al., 2003). Revisiting Kaida’s 2013 Canadian study of host-
country education and immigrants’ ability to exit poverty, Kaida also found that engaging in 
language training, either in English or French, assisted immigrants in exiting from poverty. 
Another Canadian study found a positive correlation between the completion of a French 
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language class and acquiring a “skilled” job, but this only holds for the first 18 months after 
arrival (Renaud & Cayn, 2007).  
A 2003 Canadian study on adult male immigrants conducted by Chiswick and Miller 
found that language skills not only increase earnings directly, but these skills also intensify the 
effect that both education and pre-immigration experience have on earnings. In fact, the study 
found that immigrants who speak an official language (of the country they immigrated to) at 
home see, on average, a 5% increase in earnings for each additional year of education, while that 
dropped to a 3% increase for immigrants who are able to speak an official language but speak a 
non-official language at home and went to 0% for immigrants who are unable to hold a 
conversation in an official language (Chiswick & Miller, 2003). Furthermore, the authors found 
that the post-immigration labor market experience of immigrants with greater English-language 
proficiency had a smaller effect on earnings, indicating that language skills and post-immigration 
experience may be substitutes (Chiswick & Miller, 2003). Notably, the study also does not 
differentiate educational attainment in the immigrants’ country of origin from education obtained 
in Canada (Chiswick & Miller, 2003). Nevertheless, the findings are crucial for understanding 
the role that language proficiency plays in the relationship between education and economic 
outcomes.  
Transferability of Foreign-Obtained Degrees 
The transferability of degrees earned in countries outside of the U.S. is a fundamental 
concept underlying much of the existing research and influencing many of the study results. 
There is no single, official policy in place in the U.S. for determining what foreign degrees are 
accepted and from what countries they are accepted. Instead, there are four different authorities 
who typically make these decisions: schools or higher education institutions who are processing 
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applications for foreign students attempting to use their foreign degree or certificate to qualify to 
study in the U.S., employers who are processing applications for potential employees who are 
presenting their foreign-obtained qualifications, state or territorial licensing boards who are 
evaluating foreign individuals who intend to practice “regulated professions”, and federal 
immigration authorities for persons seeking a visa (“Recognition of Foreign Qualifications”, 
n.d.). Many of these authorities utilize credential evaluation services, which are independent 
organizations that analyze foreign-obtained degrees and other qualifications and how they 
compare to equivalent degrees or qualifications obtained in the U.S. These organizations provide 
recommendations to the aforementioned authorities, but typically the individual in question must 
pay for the evaluation (“Recognition of Foreign Qualifications”, n.d.). This can be a barrier for 
low-income immigrants and refugees. Evidently, this is not a standardized procedure and there is 
no uniform set of guidelines dictating when qualification recognition is granted.  
In addition to a lack of standardization, being granted qualification recognition is far from 
guaranteed. In fact, it is widely accepted that immigrants who have achieved higher education in 
their countries of origin are frequently unable to transfer these skills to jobs in the U.S., and are 
therefore often forced to settle for jobs for which they are overqualified (Richwine, 2018). 
However, this trend does not hold true for all immigrants - immigrants from developed countries, 
particularly other English-speaking countries, often do not experience this at all, and if they do it 
is to a much smaller degree (Richwine, 2018; Lancee & Bol, 2017; Ferrer & Riddell, 2008). This 
issue arises and is addressed in much of the existing literature. To revisit the 2013 study by 
Arbeit and Warren, their findings concerning wage return reductions for foreign-degree holders 
as compared to U.S. degrees alone indicates an issue with transferring skills to the U.S. labor 
market. Furthermore, another crucial finding of Arbeit and Warren’s study was that people in the 
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study who had obtained U.S. degrees were more likely than any employed immigrant in the 
study - of either gender - to hold a job that is associated with their highest-earned degree (2013). 
Clearly, a degree in higher education obtained outside of the U.S. does not hold equal value to 
one acquired in the U.S. To revisit another aforementioned study, Lancee and Bol conducted a 
2017 study on the issue that spanned eleven different European countries, finding a considerable 
reduction of wages for immigrants with foreign degrees from developing countries, even when 
accounting for skills. In fact, accounting for skills only explained about one-third of wage 
reduction (Lancee & Bol, 2017). This result supports the commonly-held theory that the 
reduction in wages due to foreign education is not solely due to a lack of transferability of skills, 
but also a lack of degree transferability (Lancee & Bol, 2017). Unlike much of the other existing 
literature, the transferability of degrees does not appear in Lancee and Bol’s study as a vague and 
underlying concept; rather, Lancee and Bol sought to directly measure whether the wage 
reduction for foreign-obtained degrees could be entirely explained by limited transferability of 
skills (2017). Their findings point to transferability of degrees accounting for a majority of the 
wage disadvantage, and is solid evidence of the existence of this issue.  
The findings from Bratsberg and Ragan Jr.'s 2002 study, while stated less directly, also 
support the idea that degrees, and thereby skills, do not transfer from other countries to the U.S. 
Their study on male immigrants to the U.S. found that immigrants who received some education 
in the U.S. earned higher wages than immigrants who were not educated in the U.S (Bratsberg & 
Ragan Jr., 2002). They also found that immigrants who had completed their education in the U.S. 
saw higher wage returns to their years of foreign education, which supports the existing theory 
that U.S. education enhances that of other countries (at least in terms of wages earned in the U.S. 
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labor market) (Bratsberg & Ragan Jr., 2002). This in turn supports the theory that education 
obtained in other countries is not up to the U.S. “standard” (Bratsberg & Ragan Jr., 2002).  
Finally, a 2018 report by Jason Richwine highlights the limited transferability of degrees 
for immigrants, as well as the discrepancies between the level of transferability for degrees from 
developed versus developing countries. Richwine’s most general, overarching finding was that 
while only 7% of native-born Americans hold low-skill jobs (defined as being in the bottom 
third), that number rises to 20% for immigrants in general (2018). However, this number rose 
even further to 30% for Mexican immigrants with a college degree and 35% for immigrants from 
Central America (Richwine, 2018). Furthermore, 77% of Canadian immigrants with college 
degrees hold high-skill jobs, whereas this holds true for only 32% of Central American 
immigrants (Richwine, 2018). These statistics, among others, directly demonstrate the idea that 
degrees from developed countries are more transferable to the U.S. labor market than those from 
developing countries. A separate but notable finding of Richwine’s study was that there was not 
a strong correlation between an immigrant’s length of time residing in the U.S. and their 
occupational skill level (2018). This further indicates that these results are due to a lack of degree 
transferability as opposed to a lack of skill transferability, as skills would likely be gained as 
time passes. Instead, the lack of degree transferability appears to relegate immigrants to jobs for 
which they are overqualified long after arrival.  
 This evidence of a lack of transferability of foreign degrees and qualifications supports 
my hypothesis that the positive relationship between country-of-origin education and earnings 
will be weaker for refugees as compared to the native-born population. As evidenced in the 
literature, greater returns to education are seen for those who obtained their education in the U.S. 
than for those who obtained it in other countries. While the limited transferability of degrees has 
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not been demonstrated as strongly for refugees as immigrants, I hypothesize that transferability 
will be even more limited for refugees due to the overall lower quality of education in many of 
the countries they are arriving from. However, due to the varying levels of development of 
education systems in other countries, I do expect to see a variation in earnings for refugees from 
different countries as a result of their quality of education. Finally, I also hypothesize that 
additional education in the U.S. will lead to higher earnings for refugees, because this removes 
the issue of transferability. 
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Chapter 3: Research Design 
Overview of the Dataset and Sampling 
 As highlighted in the existing literature, there is a notable lack of research concerning the 
relationship between education, either in the country of origin or in the host country, and 
economic outcomes for refugees. This may possibly be due to a lack of disaggregated refugee 
data, as immigrant data - which often includes refugees - is more common. However, this thesis 
uses the 2017 Annual Survey of Refugees dataset in order to quantifiably assess this relationship 
for refugees only2. The survey has been conducted annually by the Office of Refugee 
Resettlement (ORR) since the 1980s, and the questions are intended to gather information about 
refugees and their first five years after arriving in the U.S with the goal of examining their level 
of integration. The sampling frame for the survey was the ORR’s Refugee Arrivals Data System 
(RADS) dataset3. There are 5,079 observations in the dataset. The results from the survey are 
utilized, alongside other information, in the writing of the annual report mandated by the 
Refugee Act of 1980 (Urban Institute, 2017). The data was collected about individuals4 from 
refugee households across the U.S., and therefore this thesis utilizes individual refugees as the 
unit of analysis.  
Method 
In order to answer the question of how a refugee’s level of educational attainment in their 
country of origin impacts their employment outcomes in the U.S. and how this relationship 
differs across countries of origin, I will utilize multiple regression to analyze the 2017 Annual 
 
2 Asylees are not included in the dataset. Additionally, non-refugee persons are included in the data file if they live 
in the household with refugees, but they are not given person-level weights and therefore do not impact the analysis 
(Urban Institute, 2017).  
3 The RADS data is found here: https://rads.acf.hhs.gov/rads/; however, it is available only for U.S. Government-
authorized use.  
4 All of the data points are deidentified (Urban Institute, 2017). 
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Survey of Refugees dataset. The following equation depicts the base model utilized to run the 
regressions examining the relationship between educational attainment and annual earnings: 
𝐸𝑎𝑟𝑛𝑖𝑛𝑔𝑠𝑖 = 𝛼𝑖 + 𝜃𝑐 + 𝛽1𝐸𝑑𝑢𝑐𝑎𝑡𝑖𝑜𝑛𝑖 + 𝛸𝑖𝛽2 + 𝜀𝑖 
In the model, the outcome is earnings in the U.S., which varies at the individual level. 
The primary independent variable is education and the 𝛸𝑖-vector includes demographics 
(specifically age and gender), both of which also vary at the individual level. Country fixed 
effects are represented by 𝜃𝑐. 
 The explanatory variable is the level of educational attainment in the refugee’s country of 
origin. Educational attainment is measured in two different ways in the dataset – by number of 
years of education completed and also by the highest degree or certificate obtained. I conducted 
two sets of analyses, one with each of these measures of education. While the continuous 
variable is the primary measure of country-of-origin education, the categorical degree variable 
was also used as it indicates the extent to which different degrees obtained before arrival impact 
earnings in the U.S. Additionally, while education systems vary greatly across the world, degrees 
and certificates are fairly standard and certainly more standard than simply the number of years 
of education completed. I intended to use additional degrees or certificates obtained in the U.S. 
since arrival as a third measure of educational attainment; however, as shown in the descriptive 
statistics of Chapter 4, this variable has too few observations in the dataset to be usable.  
 The primary outcome variable that will be measured based on the educational attainment 
in the country of origin is employment outcomes in the U.S. More specifically, employment 
outcomes will be measured by the individual’s annual earnings in the U.S. This variable is 
measured by total earnings before taxes at all jobs worked by the individual in the past year. This 
outcome is recorded in the survey data, and it is the strongest available indicator of employment 
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outcomes; many refugees in the data work multiple jobs and many work multiple short-term jobs 
throughout a year. Therefore, annual earnings from all jobs is the most standard measure of 
economic outcomes available in the data. 
         There are numerous other variables included in the dataset and measured through the 
survey questions, some of which are utilized as control variables. This analysis will control for 
demographics, namely age and gender. Country fixed effects will also be included in the analysis 
using the country of citizenship measure. This will also indicate how U.S. earnings differ for 
refugees from different countries. Country of citizenship is measured in the dataset, and includes 
Burma, Cuba, Democratic Republic of the Congo, Iran, Iraq, Somalia, Syria, and the U.S. There 
were other country options available; however, none of the refugees interviewed were citizens of 
any of the other countries. Additionally, whether or not the individual had any English language 
instruction prior to arrival in the U.S. as well as whether or not the individual has attended an 
English language training program in the past twelve months will both be utilized as control 
variables as well. The English-language training program in the U.S. variable was further 
separated into two variables: one in which high school students are not included at all, and the 
other in which high school students are included with the other refugees who have had English 
training (by attending high school in the U.S., high-school-age refugees automatically receive 
some level of English instruction). However, in order to avoid multicollinearity issues, none of 
the models constructed will contain both of these English language training variables5.  
Advantages to Quantitative Method 
The use of quantitative methods with the selected dataset yields numerous advantages as 
compared to qualitative approaches. Firstly, the large number of observations of refugees 
 
5 Multicollinearity checks were also conducted, and none of the models utilized in this study had a variance inflation 
factor (VIF) greater than 2. As this VIF value was well below 10, there is no cause for concern.  
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contained in the dataset will increase the precision of the results. Applying the survey weights 
created by the makers of the survey further enables precise estimation. In a similar vein, the 
dataset contains many different variables and corresponding dimensions, and this variation 
allows for ample and multi-faceted comparisons and predictions. Furthermore, by utilizing 
quantitative methods with such an extensive dataset, this thesis is able to incorporate statistical 
control by controlling for the influence of known confounders – in this case these include 
demographics (age and gender), country fixed effects, and receiving English-language 
instruction. Finally, the chosen method of analysis also increases generalizability of the results. 
These data were collected by the U.S. government, and by incorporating survey weights it was 
ensured that the data are a random sample representative of the overall population of refugees in 
the U.S. Therefore, the generalizability to refugees residing in the U.S. is strong. This 
generalizability is incredibly important for making broad policy recommendations that will affect 
refugees across the country. Finally, while the data only represent a single cross-section, due to 
the fact that the independent variables precede the dependent variable in time, this study is still 
able to achieve a degree of causal insight. Many of the studies present in the existing literature 
utilized qualitative methods, and those who were able to use quantitative typically did not have 
access to such a large and rich dataset, which severely limited the precision and generalizability 
of their results.  
Missing Data  
 Despite the large size of the dataset, which contains 5,079 observations, the majority of 
these observations are not complete and are missing answers to multiple survey questions. This 
is due to non-response within the survey participants, typically either because they refuse to 
answer a question or do not know how to answer. However, the Office of Refugee Resettlement 
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(ORR) created extensive survey weights – both household-level and population-level – in order 
to address this problem. The person-level weights were utilized in all of the regressions run for 
this thesis.  
The ORR’s users guide details the construction of these analytic weights. More 
specifically, a base weight was first created in order to account for the probability of selection for 
a specific refugee household by taking the reciprocal of the probability of selection. From there, 
the ORR also incorporated a post-stratification adjustment so that the sample would better 
represent the known makeup of the refugee population in the U.S. as seen in the ORR’s Refugee 
Arrivals Data System (RADS). In order to create this adjustment, the ORR applied an “iterative 
proportional fitting algorithm called ‘raking’” to the person-level data, which manufactured 
weight adjustments so that the sample would ultimately align with the population parameters 
from the RADS data (Urban Institute, 2017). There were ten factors from the RADS data utilized 
in this raking process to ensure that the final sample represented the known refugee population 
distributions. Some examples of these factors include gender, year of entry, country of origin, 
and family size; see Appendix A for the full list. This second weight component was added in 
order to account for nonresponse bias. Once these adjustments were made, the ORR also reduced 
the size of the largest post-stratification adjustments at both ends of the distribution to combat 
statistical variance that comes with exceptional weight values. Finally, the ORR compared their 
combined weighted results with those from the RADS data to ensure that the weights work as 
intended (Urban Institute, 2017). 
In addition to using the population-level analytic weights, I also ran multiple hypothesis 




 While there are certainly benefits to this study and the utilization of quantitative methods, 
there are also limitations to the dataset. Firstly, the dataset only contains information about 
refugees who have arrived in the U.S. in the previous five years (Urban Institute, 2017). While 
five years is a significant amount of time, it is likely not enough time to capture the full picture 
of a refugee's experience with education in the U.S. For example, it may not necessarily be 
enough time for a refugee to finish an additional degree. However, because the primary 
explanatory variable is the level of educational attainment in the refugee’s country of origin 
which is not limited to a certain time frame, the analysis will nonetheless yield important results. 
In a similar vein, a lack of longitudinal data means that the results are limited in scope to one 
point in time, and this study is therefore unable to track changes in trends across time.  
Another limitation of the dataset itself is that there are limited countries of origin 
included; refugees who are not from the countries listed have to report “other”. In fact, there are 
only eight countries of citizenship and thirteen countries of birth that were selected in the dataset 
(with the U.S. as an option for each of those variables) (Urban Institute, 2017). Additionally, 
while the countries of origin that had the largest proportion of refugees arriving in the U.S. 
during the five years prior to collection of the survey were represented in the dataset, some of the 
other large sending countries were not. For example, in 2016 the top five sending countries, in 
order, were the DRC, Syria, Burma, Iraq, and Somalia, and these were all represented in the 
dataset. However, the sixth largest sending country, Bhutan, was not, and neither were the 
eighth, ninth, or tenth largest: Afghanistan, Ukraine, and Eritrea, respectively. (Igielnik & 
Krogstad, 2017; Urban Institute, 2017). In 2012, refugees from Bhutan were actually the largest 
arriving group (Martin & Yankay, 2013). While the proportion of the sending countries varied 
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between 2011 and 2016 (the arrival times of refugees eligible for participation in the survey), the 
sending countries themselves did not change significantly, with the exception of Cuba rising up 
on the list in the middle years (Martin & Yankay, 2013; Zong & Batalova, 2015; Igielnik & 
Krogstad, 2017). The supporting documentation mentions that refugees from Bhutan had the 
lowest response rate at only 13%, which may explain its exclusion from the dataset. However, it 
is unclear from the supporting documentation why other sending countries were not included, as 
their response rates were not provided (Urban Institute, 2017). While this will not impact the 
data analysis itself, it will make it more challenging to draw larger conclusions about education 
and the transferability of degrees in specific countries or even regions of the world; it may not be 
possible to draw such conclusions with the limited countries of origin available.  
Finally, the way in which the data were gathered is also important to recognize. The 
Office of Resettlement conducts the survey over the phone, and it is only conducted in 16 non-
English languages (Urban Institute, 2017). For the list of these 16 languages and the percentages 
of refugees in the U.S. who speak them, see Appendix B. Together, these 16 languages and 
English comprise 75% of the languages spoken by refugees in the U.S.; there are 221 remaining 
spoken languages that are not represented (Urban Institute, 2017). While the languages not 
covered are only spoken by a very small percent of refugees in the U.S., not offering the 
interview in these languages naturally precludes the inclusion of these populations. This means 
that the study is likely not generalizable to refugees who do not speak the 16 languages offered 
or English. Additionally, because the survey is conducted over the phone, even if the interviewer 
is speaking the same language as the refugee it is still difficult to ensure understanding for both 
the refugees and the surveyor. The surveyed refugee is also asked to report the answers to the 
survey questions for the other members of their household (Urban Institute, 2017). Being asked 
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to provide the answers to the survey questions on behalf of someone else increases the chance of 
incorrect information.   
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Chapter 4: Results 
 This section presents the multiple regression results and, when relevant, postulates 
explanations for these results. There are multiple statistically significant results, but focus is 
placed on education in country of origin (both measures – years and degree or certificate 
obtained), gender, country of origin, and English-language training in the U.S. Multiple models 
are constructed, presented, and explained in order to show how the naïve model changes when 
control variables are introduced and their influence on the education variable is removed.  
Tables 1a through 1f present an overview of the relevant variables in the dataset in the 
form of descriptive statistics6. Table 1a presents the summary statistics for the continuous and 
indicator variables in the data. The first three variables – U.S. earnings, years of education in the 
country of origin, and age – are continuous, while the last four – gender, English training in the 
country of origin, and English training in the U.S. with and without high school students – are 
binary. The most noticeable aspect of these descriptive statistics is the wide variation in the 
number of observations for the different variables. The dataset as a whole has 5,079 
observations; however, none of the variables used in this analysis have this many. Notably, the 
variable for U.S. earnings in the past year only has 1,166 observations – as this is the dependent 
variable in use, all of the regressions are limited to these refugees. This reduction in observations 
for different variables is an illustration of the presence of non-response bias and the 
corresponding need for the application of survey weights as described in Chapter 3 and, while 
certainly unfortunate, is not surprising.  
  
 
6 I conducted a complete case analysis using the largest regression sample (1127 observations) for all of the 
descriptive statistic tables. 
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Table 1a: Descriptive Statistics  
 Variable  Obs  Mean  Std. Dev.  Min  Max 
 U.S. Earnings 1127 17640.65 16610.683 0 170000 
      
 Years of Education in 
COO 
1114 10.348 4.643 0 20 
 Age 1120 35.896 10.632 16 67 
      
 Gender (Male = 1) 1127 0.625 0.484 0 1 
 
 English Training COO 
(Yes = 1) 
1126 0.305 0.46 0 1 
 English Training U.S. 
(No HS) (Yes = 1) 
1092 0.31 0.463 0 1 
 English Training U.S. 
(with HS) (Yes = 1) 
1125 0.33 0.47 0 1 
 
 
Table 1b: Tabulation of Country of Citizenship   
 Freq. Percent Cum. 
Burma 64 5.74 5.74 
Cuba 65 5.83 11.57 
Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) 34 3.05 14.62 
Iran 55 4.93 19.55 
Iraq 358 32.11 51.66 
Somalia 145 13.00 64.66 
Syria 49 4.39 69.06 
United States (U.S.) 63 5.65 74.71 
None 141 12.65 87.35 
Other 141 12.65 100.00 
Total 1115 100.00  
 
 
In the context of this study, the value of “United States” as an answer to country of 
citizenship represents refugees who were originally citizens of other countries and have obtained 
American citizenship in the past five years (or less) or children of refugees who were born in the 
U.S. and hence have American citizenship. However, the dataset does not further break down 
this category, so it is impossible to know how many refugees fall into which category within the 
larger category of “United States”.  The value of “None” means that the refugee is not a citizen 
of any country, and “Other” means that the refugee is a citizen of a country not included in the 
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list. In regressions run with this variable, Iraq is used as the reference category as there are more 
refugees from Iraq then from any other country of citizenship in the dataset.  
 
Table 1c: Tabulation of Degree/Certificate Obtained in Country of Origin  
 Freq. Percent Cum. 
None 185 17.81 17.81 
Primary 245 23.58 41.39 
Training in Refugee Camp 12 1.15 42.54 
Technical School Certification 103 9.91 52.45 
Secondary (or High School Diploma) 322 30.99 83.45 
University Degree (Other Than Medical) 159 15.30 98.75 
Medical Degree 13 1.25 100.00 
Total 1039 100.00  
 
 
Here, it is interesting to note that the categories of “Training in Refugee Camp” and 
“Medical Degree” have extremely low numbers of observations – 12 refugees and 13 refugees, 
respectively. This indicates that these categories are not likely to be statistically significant when 
included in regressions and therefore will not have an impact on the analysis. 
 
Table 1d: Tabulation of Self-Reported English Proficiency at the Time of Arrival to the U.S.    
 Freq. Percent Cum. 
Not at All 351 31.17 31.17 
Not Well 455 40.41 71.58 
Well 241 21.40 92.98 
Very Well 79 7.02 100.00 





Table 1e: Tabulation of Self-Reported English Proficiency at the Time of the Survey 
 Freq. Percent Cum. 
Not at All 96 8.52 8.52 
Not Well 304 26.97 35.49 
Well 470 41.70 77.20 
Very Well 257 22.80 100.00 
Total 1127 100.00  
 
 
It is interesting to compare Tables 1d and 1e, as they show how refugees’ English-
speaking abilities have changed between arrival to the U.S. and the survey. Examining these 
tables show that, on the whole, refugees’ abilities to speak English have increased since arrival, 
with the categories “Well” and “Very Well” increasing from 21.40% and 7.02% of refugees to 
41.70% and 22.80%, respectively. Clearly, refugees are improving their English-speaking 
abilities in the short-term, as the survey only targets refugees who have arrived within the past 
five years, and this trend is likely to be even stronger in the long-term.  
 
Table 1f: Tabulation of Degree/Certificate Obtained Since Arrival in the U.S.   
 Freq. Percent Cum. 
High School Certificate or Equivalency 7 31.82 31.82 
Associate Degree 2 9.09 40.91 
Bachelor's Degree 6 27.27 68.18 
Master's or Doctorate Degree 1 4.55 72.73 
Professional School Degree (e.g. MD) 5 22.73 95.45 
Certificate/License Program 1 4.55 100.00 
Total 22 100.00  
 
 Finally, Table 1f shows the numbers of refugees in the dataset who have obtained an 
additional degree or certificate since arriving in the U.S. within the past five years. As this is a 
very short timeline, there is an extremely small number of refugees who have completed 
additional educational programs in the U.S. – only 22 in total. Due to this small sample size, I 
will not include degrees obtained in the U.S. in any of my regressions.  
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Following this overview, Tables 2, 3a, 3b, 4, 5a, and 5b present the ordinary least squares 
(OLS) estimates for the effect of country-of-origin education on earnings in the U.S. All six 
tables follow the same format: the first column presents the naïve model, which shows the effect 
of solely education on earnings; the second column shows the model with the addition of 
demographics (age and gender); the third column contains the addition of country fixed effects; 
and the fourth column shows the full model, which includes whether or not the individual has 
received any English-language instruction (either before arrival to the U.S., represented by the 
variable English Training COO, or after arrival, in the past year, represented by English Training 
U.S.). Additionally, Columns 5 and 6 are intended to better isolate the impact of attending an 
English-language training program by utilizing this variable as the primary independent variable 
(neither column includes education in country of origin); the fifth column shows a naïve model 
containing only the training and earnings, and the sixth shows the addition of demographics and 
country fixed effects.  
Table 2 shows these results with the use of the continuous education variable: years of 
education in country of origin. In this case, the first column shows the naïve model with solely 
years of education and its impact on earnings. The second column introduces demographics, the 
third introduces country fixed effects, and the fourth presents the full model which includes 
whether or not the individual received any English-language instruction in their country of origin 
before arriving in the U.S. Columns 5 and 6 show the impact of obtaining English-language 
instruction in the country of origin on earnings in the U.S. alone and then with demographics and 
country effects included, respectively.  
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U.S.   
Earnings 
Years of  463.5*** 292.5* 161.3 160.8   
Education in 
COO 
(3.50) (2.40) (1.21) (1.11)   
       
Age  -62.64 -69.19 -69.03  -75.65 
  (-1.27) (-1.39) (-1.37)  (-1.54) 
       
Gender  14442.1*** 14403.6*** 14399.4***  14357.1*** 
  (12.60) (12.07) (12.07)  (12.39) 
       
Burma   6111.9** 6105.4**  5250.3** 
   (3.24) (3.13)  (2.85) 
       
Cuba   1655.9 1651.2  1690.3 
   (0.80) (0.79)  (0.81) 
       
DR Congo   -4216.4* -4223.7  -4882.0* 
   (-1.99) (-1.90)  (-2.29) 
       
Iran   7327.6* 7322.2*  7765.3* 
   (2.32) (2.23)  (2.43) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -7101.3*** -7092.6***  -8208.1*** 
   (-3.62) (-3.58)  (-4.25) 
       
Syria   -6416.4*** -6418.4***  -6893.0*** 
   (-3.57) (-3.55)  (-3.85) 
       
United    4383.0 4382.1  3926.9 
States   (1.90) (1.89)  (1.73) 
       
None    1985.3 1983.3  1130.6 
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(Citizenship)   (1.25) (1.24)  (0.75) 
       
Other   5231.2* 5225.1*  4663.7* 
(Citizenship)   (2.10) (2.06)  (1.98) 
       
English     14.50 646.6 463.6 
Training 
COO 
   (0.01) (0.43) (0.33) 
       
Constant 14648.9*** 9615.3*** 9659.7*** 9660.2*** 18856.8*** 11769.8*** 
 (10.55) (4.16) (3.52) (3.52) (24.66) (5.93) 
N 1114 1107 1095 1094 1126 1107 
R2 0.015 0.169 0.232 0.230 0.000 0.231 
t statistics in parentheses 




The first column of Table 2 shows the naïve model’s statistically significant result: each 
additional year of education in the country of origin is associated with an approximate increase 
of $463.50 in annual earnings in the U.S. This not only supports the widely-accepted notion that, 
in general, increased educational attainment leads to improved economic outcomes (Riddell, 
2006; Van der Velden & Wolbers, 2007; Cheeseman Day & Newburger, 2002), but also 
indicates that this relationship holds for refugees as well, which has not been proven as strongly 
in previous literature. Column 2 shows the impact of adding the demographic control variables, 
namely, a lower increase – now $292.50 – in annual earnings in the U.S. associated with each 
additional year of education in the country of origin. However, when country effects are added to 
the model, the coefficient on years of education in country of origin variable loses statistical 
significance. While age is not significant in any of the models, Column 2 shows that gender is 
(and remains significant in all of the models); male refugees earn, on average, $14,442.10 more 
per year than female refugees with the same number of years of education. This difference in 
male and female earnings decreases slightly in the full model that includes country effects and 
English-language training, as men earn approximately $14,399.40 more than women. When 
years of education is removed and replaced by English-language training as the primary 
independent variable, there is another slight decrease, to men earning $14,357.10 more than 
women with the same number of years of education. 
While the magnitude of the difference in earnings by gender is certainly notable, it is 
unsurprising. Unfortunately, this data does not provide a way to empirically determine the reason 
behind this gendered wage gap; however, existing theory suggests multiple explanations. Firstly, 
while studies have found that the size of the gender wage gap in the U.S. varies depending on 
certain factors, its existence is undeniable (Bach et al., 2018). Furthermore, this gender wage gap 
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has also been found for refugee populations specifically, especially for recent arrivals (Minor & 
Cameo, 2018). Additionally, in general, women across the world are responsible for a 
significantly larger portion of unpaid labor then men are. Unpaid labor includes child care, elder 
care, housework, and other activities required to run a household that are not represented in one’s 
measured earnings. Due to their unpaid labor duties, women have less time to work and therefore 
often work part-time or do not work at all.  
This phenomenon is supported by findings that while employed refugee women are likely 
to earn less than their male counterparts, female refugees are also less likely to be employed in 
general, with having children corresponding to worsened economic outcomes (Potocky-Tripodi, 
2004). While the refugees in this dataset represent a variety of countries and cultures, in some 
countries it is also a cultural norm that men work more than women – this reality ties in with the 
concept that women are more likely to undertake the unpaid labor required in a household. 
Finally, in some of the countries represented, women are less likely then men to have received an 
education in their country of origin, which in turn contributes to their lower earnings (Connor et 
al., 2016; Ihebuzor, 2014). A study of female Somali refugees, for example, found that accessing 
an education was one of their primary motivators for coming to the U.S. (Connor et al., 2016). 
The Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC) is another example of a country in the dataset in 
which women experience significant barriers to education (Ihebuzor, 2014).  
In addition to the discrepancies in earnings based on gender, Table 2 also depicts large 
differences in earnings based on country of origin. Column 3 shows the introduction of country 
fixed effects, with Iraq, the country with the largest number of refugees in the dataset, as the 
reference category. This third column shows that refugees from Burma earn approximately 
$6,111.90 more than Iraqi refugees with the same number of years of education. Iranian refugees 
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also earn more, approximately $7,327.60 more, than Iraqi refugees with education again held 
constant. However, refugees from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), Somalia, and 
Syria earn less than Iraqi refugees with the same number of years of education, by $4,216.40, 
$7,101.30, and $6,416.40, respectively. Additionally, refugees in the “other” category also earn 
more than Iraqi refugees, but because there is no way of knowing what countries are included in 
this category and in what proportions, it is very difficult to interpret this result. These differences 
change slightly (by less than $10 each) in the full model but all retain their statistical 
significance, with the exception of the DRC which is no longer significant.  
While it is impossible to determine the exact causes of these country-specific results, 
there are multiple potential explanations to consider. As an increase in country-of-origin 
education is seen to increase U.S. earnings for refugees, it is plausible that level of access to 
education in the country of origin is differentiating the higher-earning countries from the lower-
earning ones. This seems to be especially relevant for Iran, the country with the highest-earning 
refugees. Iran has a strong education system and a high literacy rate, especially compared to 
other countries in the region (“Education in Iran”, 2017). On the other end of the spectrum, the 
conflict that has persisted in Somalia for more than twenty years has led to one of the “most 
acute” educational deficits in the world (“Education”, n.d.). This likely contributes to the finding 
that Somali refugees earn less in the U.S. than refugees from any other country in the dataset. 
Violence and conflict in the DRC and Syria have both led to large numbers of internal 
displacement and a corresponding loss of access to education as well (“Democratic Republic…”, 
n.d.; “Internally Displaced People”, n.d.). Similarly, while post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) 
and other trauma-related disorders are not limited to refugees who left war zones and countries 
rife with conflict, these groups are at a higher risk for these disorders. These disorders impact all 
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aspects of one’s life, and work-performance is no exception (Fegert et al., 2018). In fact, PTSD 
has been linked to a lower likelihood of working at all (Zatzick et al., 1997). This likely 
contributes to the results for refugees from the DRC, Somalia, and Syria. However, Burmese 
refugees also fled a civil war and are found to have low levels of education and English ability 
(Fike & Androff, 2016). Nevertheless, Burmese refugees earn more than all of the groups with 
the exception of Iran, so these explanations are not applicable to this group.  
In examining Burmese refugees specifically, a possible explanation for their high 
earnings is the pre-existing Burmese refugee community, which often assists arriving Burmese 
refugees with integration into American society (Lee et al., 2015). Iran is another country with a 
significant community of refugees already in the U.S., and many of these communities have been 
established since the Islamic Revolution in 1979 (Lewis & Stevens, 1986). Therefore, these 
communities have strong connections and roots in the U.S. that may aid in integration for new 
arrivals. Finally, the racial wage gap in the U.S. may assist in explaining the higher earnings of 
Iranian refugees and the significantly lower earnings of Somali, Syrian, and Congolese refugees. 
In 2015, it was found that median hourly earnings for black workers in the U.S. were only 75% 
of those of white workers (Patten, 2016). While Iranians are not Caucasian, their lighter skin tone 
may partially explain their higher earnings in the U.S. Ultimately, none of these explanations 
perfectly encapsulate the entirety of the true explanation and further research to better explain the 
discrepancies in earnings is certainly recommended. However, they are useful considerations 
when interpreting and understanding these results.  
Finally, the last row of Columns 4, 5, and 6 shows that the effect of receiving English-
language instruction before arrival in the U.S. is not statistically significant, regardless of the 
other variables included in the model. The duration and quality of this instruction across different 
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countries of origin likely varies significantly and therefore the participants emerge with 
drastically different levels of English-language ability, which in turn likely contributes to the 
lack of significance. Furthermore, only 27% (Table 1a) of refugees in the dataset who answered 
this survey question received English-language instruction in their country of origin – this is less 
than 1,000 refugees and therefore is not an overwhelmingly large sample size in the first place.  
Tables 3a and 3b present the same results as Table 2, except that English-language 
training prior to arrival is replaced with whether or not an individual has participated in any 
English-language training programs in the U.S. in the past year. In Table 3a, high school students 
are not included in this version of the English-language training variable, but they are included in 
Table 3b. This change is seen in Columns 4, 5, and 6 – Columns 1, 2, and 3 remain the same as 
they were in Table 2. Column 4 shows the full model, which includes years of education, 
demographics, country fixed effects, and English training in the U.S. Column 5 shows the direct 
effect of English training in the U.S. on U.S. earnings. Column 6 is the same as Column 5, but 
with demographics and country fixed effects included.  
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Table 3a: Continuous education variable and English-language training program in the U.S. 




















































U.S.   
Earnings 
Years of  463.5*** 292.5* 161.3 99.56   
Education in 
COO 
(3.50) (2.40) (1.21) (0.75)   
       
Age  -62.64 -69.19 -116.3*  -122.2** 
  (-1.27) (-1.39) (-2.40)  (-2.64) 
       
Gender  14442.1*** 14403.6*** 13763.8***  13745.1*** 
  (12.60) (12.07) (11.71)  (12.02) 
       
Burma   6111.9** 5383.4**  4899.9** 
   (3.24) (2.86)  (2.70) 
       
Cuba   1655.9 2067.6  2220.6 
   (0.80) (1.01)  (1.10) 
       
DR Congo   -4216.4* -3978.6  -4288.7* 
   (-1.99) (-1.86)  (-2.04) 
       
Iran   7327.6* 5957.3  6509.2* 
   (2.32) (1.91)  (2.15) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -7101.3*** -7444.5***  -8182.0*** 
   (-3.62) (-3.75)  (-4.18) 
       
Syria   -6416.4*** -4444.1*  -4712.8** 
   (-3.57) (-2.52)  (-2.71) 
       
United    4383.0 4191.6  3922.5 
States   (1.90) (1.80)  (1.74) 
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None    1985.3 1111.4  495.8 
(Citizenship)   (1.25) (0.66)  (0.31) 
       
Other    5231.2* 4695.8  4466.1 
(Citizenship)   (2.10) (1.86)  (1.88) 
       
English    -4328.4*** -7466.1*** -4333.8*** 
Training 
U.S. (no HS) 
   (-3.85) (-6.22) (-3.90) 
       
Constant 14648.9*** 9615.3*** 9659.7*** 14100.8*** 21220.8*** 15518.6*** 
 (10.55) (4.16) (3.52) (5.05) (25.41) (8.14) 
N 1114 1107 1095 1061 1092 1074 
R2 0.015 0.169 0.232 0.246 0.036 0.247 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 3b: Continuous education variable and English-language training program in the U.S. 




















































U.S.   
Earnings 
Years of  463.5*** 292.5* 161.3 114.0   
Education in 
COO 
(3.50) (2.40) (1.21) (0.87)   
       
Age  -62.64 -69.19 -87.97  -93.39* 
  (-1.27) (-1.39) (-1.82)  (-2.01) 
       
Gender  14442.1*** 14403.6*** 13842.1***  13836.3*** 
  (12.60) (12.07) (11.91)  (12.23) 
       
Burma   6111.9** 5553.2**  5048.1** 
   (3.24) (2.97)  (2.80) 
       
Cuba   1655.9 1023.2  1147.0 
   (0.80) (0.50)  (0.57) 
       
DR Congo   -4216.4* -3821.7  -4165.4* 
   (-1.99) (-1.78)  (-1.97) 
       
Iran   7327.6* 7609.8*  8099.2** 
   (2.32) (2.40)  (2.64) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -7101.3*** -7111.3***  -7901.0*** 
   (-3.62) (-3.65)  (-4.09) 
       
Syria   -6416.4*** -4661.8**  -4966.2** 
   (-3.57) (-2.68)  (-2.88) 
       
United    4383.0 3213.3  2892.3 
States   (1.90) (1.40)  (1.29) 
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None    1985.3 992.9  331.6 
(Citizenship)   (1.25) (0.62)  (0.22) 
       
Other    5231.2* 4717.1  4465.1 
(Citizenship)   (2.10) (1.92)  (1.92) 
       




   (-4.38) (-6.23) (-4.44) 
       
Constant 14648.9*** 9615.3*** 9659.7*** 12929.9*** 21220.8*** 14489.8*** 
 (10.55) (4.16) (3.52) (4.76) (25.41) (7.77) 
N 1114 1107 1095 1093 1125 1106 
R2 0.015 0.169 0.232 0.247 0.039 0.249 
t statistics in parentheses 




Tables 3a and 3b differ from Table 2 only in the English-language training variable; the 
results for demographics and country fixed effects are essentially the same. Columns 4, 5, and 6 
of Table 3a show that, for refugees not including high school students, attendance of an English-
language training program in the past year is associated with a decrease in earnings. When the 
English training variable is alone in the model (Column 5), this decrease in earnings is 
$7,466.10. When years of education, demographics, and country effects are also included in the 
model (Column 4), these variables account for a substantial portion of the effect of the training, 
reducing the decrease to a $4,328.40 reduction in earnings for refugees who did attend a training. 
Table 3b includes high school students, who are automatically included in the group that did 
receive a training, as they all receive some form of English-language training just by attending 
high school in the U.S., shows an even larger decrease, with Columns 4, 5, and 6 showing an 
approximate $200 further reduction in earnings for refugees who participated in these programs 
compared to those who did not. More specifically, the naïve model in which English-language is 
the sole independent variable shows that participating in a training corresponds with a decrease 
of $7,621.60 in annual earnings. Once again, additional variables account for almost half of this 
increase, as the full model that includes years of education, demographics, and country effects 
(Column 4) shows a $4,962.90 decrease in annual earnings for those who participated as opposed 
to those who did not. These results are all statistically significant.  
 At first glance, these results that appear to show a detrimental effect of attending an 
English-language training program in the U.S. are not only surprising but questionable. When 
analyzing these results, above all it is crucial to note that the survey asks refugee respondents 
whether or not they have attended an English-language training in the past twelve months. This 
is important because U.S. earnings are measured by earnings over the past year. At minimum, 
 49 
the English-language training program was attended within the past month or two, in which case 
there was not enough time after completion for the training to have any impact on annual 
earnings. At best, the English-language training program was attended twelve months ago, and 
even then, it is unlikely that enough time has passed for the training to have a significant effect 
on earnings. This issue highlights the benefits of longitudinal data – because this dataset does not 
collect data from the same sample of refugees at multiple points in time, we are unable to see the 
long-term impact of attending an English-language training.  
 While it is clear that these results concerning the English training programs are not 
entirely representative of the full picture without additional data at future points in time, potential 
explanations do exist as to why the effect of attending a training appears to be negative. As 
refugees arrive in the U.S. from a variety of countries and with a wide range of educational 
backgrounds, it is likely that refugees who arrive with lower levels of English proficiency are 
self-selecting into these programs, whereas those who arrive already proficient in English are 
choosing not to attend. Combined with the fact that these are programs attended in the past year 
as well as earnings in the past year, it is likely that those electing to participate in the program 
were already earning less (since a knowledge of English increases access to higher-paying jobs) 
and this apparent decrease in earnings is actually just reflecting the earnings of refugees with 
lower levels of English before, during, and just after attending a training program. Another 
potential explanation is that the time spent participating in an English-language training program 
is time that cannot be spent working. These training programs represent short-term investments 
in human capital on the part of refugees in hopes of seeing a long-term increase in earnings; 
unfortunately, a lack of longitudinal data means that this thesis is unable to see if this investment 
is fruitful. While these explanations do indicate potential reasons for the negative impact of 
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attending an English-language training program, it is ultimately important to recognize that the 
cross-sectional nature of the dataset in question prevents the identification of the true effect of 
attending one of these training programs.  
 Finally, it is also important to note that the inclusion of high school students in the 
English-language training program results in a larger reduction of earnings. Further investigation 
of the data reveals that the majority of high school students who are working are only working 
part-time due to their school schedule and requirements. Therefore, it makes sense that including 
high school students would lead to a reduction in earnings, as they are naturally making less 
money than older refugees who are able to work full-time. Longitudinal data would be especially 
interesting for this group, as it would show the effect on eventual earnings of attending high 
school in the U.S.  
 Tables 4, 5a, and 5b are structured in the same way as Tables 2, 3a, and 3b; however, 
they were constructed using the categorical education variable: degree or certificate obtained in 
the country of origin. Similarly to the first three tables, the first column presents the naïve model, 
or the impact on different degrees on U.S. earnings; the second column shows the addition of 
demographics; the third shows the addition of country fixed effects; and the fourth column shows 
the full model, which includes whether or not the individual attended an English-language 
training program (either in the country of origin (Table 4) or in the U.S., with or without the 
inclusion of high school students (Tables 6b and 6a, respectively)). Columns 5 and 6 once again 
show the impact of obtaining English-language instruction, with Column 6 including 
demographics and country effects.  
 51 















































U.S.  Earnings 
None 0 0 0 0   
 (.) (.) (.) (.)   
       
Primary 359.3 -524.6 -1160.0 -1094.9   
 (0.18) (-0.27) (-0.66) (-0.59)   
       
Refugee  525.5 -76.37 -4311.5 -4197.5   
Camp 
Training 
(0.14) (-0.02) (-1.33) (-1.26)   
       
Technical  1593.6 608.0 -1606.9 -1466.8   
School 
Certification 
(0.68) (0.29) (-0.72) (-0.62)   
       
Secondary  5507.4** 3321.9 2006.2 2182.8   
(H.S. 
Diploma) 
(2.68) (1.62) (1.00) (0.99)   
       




(3.40) (3.24) (2.52) (2.42)   
       
Medical  7742.6 3724.6 2017.9 2130.2   
Degree (1.23) (0.62) (0.35) (0.37)   
       
Age  -39.36 -56.55 -58.66  -75.65 
  (-0.75) (-1.11) (-1.16)  (-1.54) 
       
Gender  14063.1*** 13729.1*** 13734.2***  14357.1*** 
  (12.15) (11.63) (11.62)  (12.39) 
       
Burma   6779.6** 6929.2**  5250.3** 
   (3.00) (3.04)  (2.85) 
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Cuba   2261.5 2405.1  1690.3 
   (1.04) (1.10)  (0.81) 
       
DR Congo   -4474.4* -4208.3  -4882.0* 
   (-2.13) (-1.89)  (-2.29) 
       
Iran   6042.6 6227.5  7765.3* 
   (1.91) (1.89)  (2.43) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -8281.8*** -8107.2***  -8208.1*** 
   (-3.93) (-3.71)  (-4.25) 
       
Syria   -5568.5** -5494.0**  -6893.0*** 
   (-3.10) (-3.04)  (-3.85) 
       
United    4360.6 4369.6  3926.9 
States   (1.87) (1.88)  (1.73) 
       
None    2244.7 2245.3  1130.6 
(Citizenship)   (1.42) (1.42)  (0.75) 
       
Other   4692.4* 4908.4*  4663.7* 
(Citizenship)   (2.17) (2.48)  (1.98) 
       
English     -665.6 646.6 463.6 
Training 
COO 
   (-0.41) (0.43) (0.33) 
       
Constant 15712.5*** 9581.8*** 10348.8*** 10404.7*** 18856.8*** 11769.8*** 
 (9.44) (3.65) (3.82) (3.85) (24.66) (5.93) 
N 1039 1032 1021 1020 1126 1107 
R2 0.035 0.188 0.259 0.257 0.000 0.231 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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As seen in Table 4, the only significant degrees in the naïve model are a secondary school 
degree (or high school diploma) and a university degree (not including medical degrees7), and 
the university degree is the only measure of education that remains significant when controls are 
added. Column 1 shows that a secondary school degree in the country of origin is associated with 
a $5,507.40 increase in U.S. annual earnings, and a university degree in the country of origin is 
associated with a $9,124.10 increase. Even in the full model with demographics, country specific 
effects, and English-language instruction prior to arrival, a university degree from the country of 
origin is associated with a $6,687.40 increase in annual earnings in the U.S. Table 4 once again 
shows a statistically significant increase in earnings for male refugees as compared to female 
refugees with the same degree or certificate. This remains significant regardless of the other 
controls in the model and is once again a notably large difference in earnings; more specifically, 
in the full model, male refugees make approximately $13,734.20 more per year in the U.S. as 
compared to females.  
In terms of country fixed effects, Burma, DRC, Somalia, Syria, and other are again 
statistically significant, as they were in Tables 2, 3a, and 3b. Iran, which was significant in the 
previous three tables, is no longer significant at the rigorous 95% level; however, due to its p-
value of 0.057 it is significant at the 94.3% level, which is extremely close. While the values for 
U.S. earnings for refugees from these countries are not the same as they were in the first three 
tables, they are very similar. Refugees from Burma, Iran, and “other” once again saw increases 
in their earnings as compared to Iraqi refugees, at $6,779.60, $6,042.60, and $4,692.40, 
respectively (Column 3). Refugees from the DRC, Somalia, and Syria saw lower earnings than 
Iraqi refugees, at $4,474.40, $8,281.80, and $5,568.50, respectively (Column 3). In the full 
 
7 While the medical degree was not significant, there are only 30 medical degree holders in the dataset and only 13 
in the regression sample (Table 1b). 
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model with the addition of English-language instruction in the country of origin, the DRC once 
again loses its rigorous statistical significance, but does remain significant at the 94.1% level, 
while Iran becomes significant only at the 94.2% level. Whether or not an individual has 
received any English-language instruction in their country of origin before arrival to the U.S. is 
again not statistically significant in any of the models in which it is included.   
Tables 5a and 5b only differ from Table 4 in that Columns 4, 5, and 6 contain English-
language training in the U.S. since arrival (with and without high school students, Tables 6b and 
6a, respectively) in place of English-language instruction in country of origin.  
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Table 5a: Categorical education variable and English-language training program in the U.S. 

















































U.S.  Earnings 
None 0 0 0 0   
 (.) (.) (.) (.)   
       
Primary 359.3 -524.6 -1160.0 -241.2   
 (0.18) (-0.27) (-0.66) (-0.14)   
       
Refugee  525.5 -76.37 -4311.5 -4011.8   
Camp 
Training 
(0.14) (-0.02) (-1.33) (-1.33)   
       
Technical  1593.6 608.0 -1606.9 -1603.0   
School 
Certification 
(0.68) (0.29) (-0.72) (-0.72)   
       
Secondary  5507.4** 3321.9 2006.2 1729.8   
(H.S. 
Diploma) 
(2.68) (1.62) (1.00) (0.86)   
       




(3.40) (3.24) (2.52) (2.25)   
       
Medical  7742.6 3724.6 2017.9 419.0   
Degree (1.23) (0.62) (0.35) (0.07)   
       
Age  -39.36 -56.55 -105.8*  -122.2** 
  (-0.75) (-1.11) (-2.11)  (-2.64) 
       
Gender  14063.1*** 13729.1*** 13093.6***  13745.1*** 
  (12.15) (11.63) (11.08)  (12.02) 
       
Burma   6779.6** 5887.5**  4899.9** 
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   (3.00) (2.65)  (2.70) 
       
Cuba   2261.5 3083.0  2220.6 
   (1.04) (1.43)  (1.10) 
       
DR Congo   -4474.4* -3938.2  -4288.7* 
   (-2.13) (-1.87)  (-2.04) 
       
Iran   6042.6 6752.0*  6509.2* 
   (1.91) (2.13)  (2.15) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -8281.8*** -8322.5***  -8182.0*** 
   (-3.93) (-3.87)  (-4.18) 
       
Syria   -5568.5** -3802.7*  -4712.8** 
   (-3.10) (-2.14)  (-2.71) 
       
United    4360.6 4367.6  3922.5 
States   (1.87) (1.87)  (1.74) 
       
None    2244.7 1542.1  495.8 
(Citizenship)   (1.42) (0.93)  (0.31) 
       
Other    4692.4* 4408.2*  4466.1 
(Citizenship)   (2.17) (2.01)  (1.88) 
       




   (-3.78) (-6.22) (-3.90) 
       
Constant 15712.5*** 9581.8*** 10348.8*** 13997.5*** 21220.8*** 15518.6*** 
 (9.44) (3.65) (3.82) (5.07) (25.41) (8.14) 
N 1039 1032 1021 992 1092 1074 
R2 0.035 0.188 0.259 0.272 0.036 0.247 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 5b: Categorical education variable and English-language training program in the U.S. 

















































U.S.  Earnings 
None 0 0 0 0   
 (.) (.) (.) (.)   
       
Primary 359.3 -524.6 -1160.0 -334.4   
 (0.18) (-0.27) (-0.66) (-0.20)   
       
Refugee  525.5 -76.37 -4311.5 -3479.6   
Camp 
Training 
(0.14) (-0.02) (-1.33) (-1.19)   
       
Technical  1593.6 608.0 -1606.9 -1320.7   
School 
Certification 
(0.68) (0.29) (-0.72) (-0.60)   
       
Secondary  5507.4** 3321.9 2006.2 2307.0   
(H.S. 
Diploma) 
(2.68) (1.62) (1.00) (1.16)   
       




(3.40) (3.24) (2.52) (2.46)   
       
Medical  7742.6 3724.6 2017.9 924.0   
Degree (1.23) (0.62) (0.35) (0.16)   
       
Age  -39.36 -56.55 -63.49  -93.39* 
  (-0.75) (-1.11) (-1.30)  (-2.01) 
       
Gender  14063.1*** 13729.1*** 13202.3***  13836.3*** 
  (12.15) (11.63) (11.43)  (12.23) 
       
Burma   6779.6** 6026.8**  5048.1** 
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   (3.00) (2.73)  (2.80) 
       
Cuba   2261.5 1571.1  1147.0 
   (1.04) (0.73)  (0.57) 
       
DR Congo   -4474.4* -3866.3  -4165.4* 
   (-2.13) (-1.81)  (-1.97) 
       
Iran   6042.6 6314.6*  8099.2** 
   (1.91) (2.03)  (2.64) 
       
Iraq   0 0  0 
   (.) (.)  (.) 
       
Somalia   -8281.8*** -7947.3***  -7901.0*** 
   (-3.93) (-3.77)  (-4.09) 
       
Syria   -5568.5** -3956.8*  -4966.2** 
   (-3.10) (-2.30)  (-2.88) 
       
United    4360.6 3255.5  2892.3 
States   (1.87) (1.42)  (1.29) 
       
None    2244.7 1376.3  331.6 
(Citizenship)   (1.42) (0.85)  (0.22) 
       
Other    4692.4* 4471.1*  4465.1 
(Citizenship)   (2.17) (2.08)  (1.92) 
       




   (-4.74) (-6.23) (-4.44) 
       
Constant 15712.5*** 9581.8*** 10348.8*** 12357.9*** 21220.8*** 14489.8*** 
 (9.44) (3.65) (3.82) (4.63) (25.41) (7.77) 
N 1039 1032 1021 1019 1125 1106 
R2 0.035 0.188 0.259 0.276 0.039 0.249 
t statistics in parentheses 
* p < 0.05, ** p < 0.01, *** p < 0.001 
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Table 5a shows refugees who have attended an English training program in the U.S. in 
the past year, not including high school students. As seen in Columns 4, 5, and 6, this variable 
has a large, negative coefficient that remains statistically significant throughout different models, 
just as it did with the continuous education variable in Table 3a. Once again, in the naïve model 
with only English-language training and earnings (Column 5), refugees who attended a training 
saw approximately $7,466.10 less in earnings than those who did not attend. In the same way 
that demographics, country fixed effects, and years of education accounted for a significant 
portion of the effect of the training in Table 3a, the inclusion of these variables in the full model 
in Table 5a reduced the decrease in earnings to a $4,255.80 reduction for refugees who attended 
a training.  
Table 5b also shows the English-language training program attendance variable; 
however, it includes high school students (who have all received some level of English-language 
instruction in their high schools). As in Table 3b, the naïve model with solely English-language 
training shows that refugees who did attend a training received $7,621.60 less in annual earnings 
than those who did not (Column 5). The full model in Column 4 shows how the other variables 
accounted for almost two-thirds of this effect of the training, so that those who did attend earned 
approximately $5,175.4 less in annual earnings than those who did not attend a training.  
Finally, Tables 6a and 6b do not involve an education in country of origin variable; 
instead, the primary independent variable is self-reported English-language proficiency upon 
arrival to the U.S. and at the time of the survey, respectively. Both of these values were recorded 
at the time of the survey, the refugees were asked to recall how well they were able to speak 
English when they arrived. As a reminder, the survey collected data on refugees who had arrived 
in the past five years. The English-language proficiency levels include “not at all”, “not well”, 
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“well”, and “very well”, and “not at all” serves as the reference category. Both tables follow the 
same format, where the first column shows the naïve model of solely English-proficiency and 
earnings, the second column includes demographics, and the third column introduces country 
fixed effects.  
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Table 6a: Self-reported English-language proficiency upon arrival to the U.S. 
 (1) 
Naïve Model 1 
 
(2) 




Model 1 Plus Country 
Fixed Effects 
 U.S. Earnings U.S. Earnings U.S. Earnings 
Not at All 0 0 0 
 (.) (.) (.) 
    
Not Well 1146.1 335.2 -89.50 
 (0.78) (0.24) (-0.06) 
    
Well 3397.6 2327.8 3352.3* 
 (1.88) (1.44) (2.04) 
    
Very Well 3072.6 323.6 3083.4 
 (0.93) (0.11) (0.90) 
    
Age  -66.22 -65.86 
  (-1.32) (-1.36) 
    
Gender  14522.8*** 14192.0*** 
  (12.89) (12.44) 
    
Burma   6475.5*** 
   (3.39) 
    
Cuba   2936.1 
   (1.33) 
    
DR Congo   -3882.8 
   (-1.86) 
    
Iran   8143.9** 
   (2.68) 
    
Iraq   0 
   (.) 
    
Somalia   -8108.8*** 
   (-4.24) 
    
Syria   -5902.9** 
   (-3.11) 
    
United States   4547.4* 
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   (1.97) 
    
None 
(Citizenship) 
  1987.2 
   (1.28) 
    
Other    5580.8* 
(Citizenship)   (2.31) 
    
Constant 17792.5*** 11910.0*** 10336.9*** 
 (18.79) (5.55) (4.41) 
N 1126 1119 1107 
R2 0.005 0.164 0.238 
t statistics in parentheses 




 Table 6a shows that none of the self-reported English-language proficiency levels at the 
time of arrival are significant in the naïve model or the model with demographics included. 
However, “well” is actually very close to significant in the naïve model – it is significant at the 
94% level rather than the 95% level. Column 3 shows how “well” becomes significant at the 
95% level; we can see that refugees who reported that they could speak English “well” when 
they arrived in the U.S. earn approximately $3,352.30 more than refugees who could not speak 
any English at all upon arrival. The gender wage gap shown in Tables 2, 3a, 3b, 4, 5a, and 5b 
persists here, and the country fixed effects are also very similar.  
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Table 6b: Self-reported English-language proficiency at the time of the survey 
 (1) 
Naïve Model 1 
 
(2) 




Model 1 Plus Country 
Fixed Effects 
 U.S. Earnings U.S. Earnings U.S. Earnings 
Not at All 0 0 0 
 (.) (.) (.) 
    
Not Well 3127.5 873.7 1208.0 
 (1.95) (0.53) (0.79) 
    
Well 4771.0* 2040.2 3186.8 
 (2.56) (1.10) (1.72) 
    
Very Well 5536.8** 2367.2 4461.1* 
 (2.69) (1.15) (2.11) 
    
Age  -49.19 -32.30 
  (-0.97) (-0.65) 
    
Gender  14435.4*** 14136.0*** 
  (13.04) (12.47) 
    
Burma   7000.2*** 
   (3.48) 
    
Cuba   3362.3 
   (1.52) 
    
DR Congo   -3482.6 
   (-1.61) 
    
Iran   8081.0** 
   (2.66) 
    
Iraq   0 
   (.) 
    
Somalia   -7611.2*** 
   (-3.87) 
    
Syria   -5742.2** 
   (-3.20) 
    
United States   4880.9* 
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   (2.04) 
    
None 
(Citizenship) 
  2336.1 
   (1.45) 
    
Other    5895.4* 
(Citizenship)   (2.37) 
    
Constant 15076.1*** 10376.9*** 7090.9* 
 (11.19) (3.86) (2.37) 
N 1127 1120 1108 
R2 0.008 0.164 0.238 
t statistics in parentheses 




 Table 6b only differs from Table 6a in that the self-reported English-language proficiency 
values are reported for the time of the survey, rather than the time of arrival. This time, both 
“well” and “very well” are significant in the naïve model. Refugees who reported being able to 
speak English “well” at the time of the survey earned $4,771.00 more in annual earnings than 
refugees who could not speak any English at all. Those who could speak English “very well” 
saw an even higher increase in earnings compared to their counterparts who could not speak any 
at all, at approximately $5,536.80. “Not well” is also extremely close to significant in the naïve 
model; with a p-value of 0.051 it is significant at the 94.9% level. The increase for those who 
could not speak English well at the time of the survey was, as expected, lower than for those who 
could speak well and very well, at $3,127.50 more in annual earnings than refugees who could 
not speak any English at all. All of the levels of proficiency lose their significance when 
demographics are added into the model, and “very well” is the only level that regains 
significance when country fixed effects are included as well. However, the increase in earnings 
for those who could speak English very well is smaller in this full model (Column 3), at about a 
$4,461.10 increase in earnings compared to someone who cannot speak English.  
The increases in earnings for higher levels of English proficiency seen in both Table 6a 
and 6b indicate that being able to speak English leads to improved economic outcomes in the 
U.S., as expected. It also supports the idea that the lack of longitudinal data is the primary reason 
why participation in the English-language training programs appear to decrease earnings, as 
opposed to there being a fundamental flaw in the programs. As such, it indicates that refugees 
who attend these programs are likely to see long-term benefits as a result.  
Finally, I also ran a variety of heterogeneity analyses. I ran multiple models with 
interaction terms between different levels of self-reported levels of English proficiency at arrival 
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and participation in an English-language training program in the U.S., in order to see if attending 
one of these programs was more or less beneficial for refugees who arrived with different levels 
of English-speaking ability. Unfortunately, none of the interaction terms were significant, and 
therefore I was unable to draw further conclusions. I then ran additional models that contained an 
interaction term between the number of years of education obtained in the country of origin and 
participation in an English-language training program. I found that the negative impact of the 
English-language training decreases as the refugees’ number of years of education in their 
country of origin increases. This indicates that the higher-educated program attendees earn more 
than their less educated counterparts, which simply supports the overall finding that higher 
country-of-origin education leads to higher U.S. earnings.  
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Chapter 5: Recommendations and Conclusion 
Understanding all aspects of refugee integration in the U.S. is crucial for developing new 
and improving existing refugee policy, and how a refugee’s education impacts their earnings is 
no exception. In terms of the key question, the primary findings from this study demonstrate that 
(1) additional years of education in the country of origin lead to an increase in earnings in the 
U.S. and (2) completing secondary school and obtaining a university degree in the country of 
origin are the only degrees or certificates that impact U.S. earnings, and they both lead to an 
increase in earnings as compared to a refugee with no degrees from their country of origin. The 
first finding strongly confirms my hypothesis that the positive relationship between education 
and U.S. earnings holds for refugees, and the statistically significant results from the second 
finding confirm this as well. Unfortunately, the lack of existing quantitative studies on the 
subject make it difficult to determine how the size of these results compare to similar results for 
native-born populations and there is no way to confirm or disprove my hypothesis that the 
relationship between education and earnings is smaller for refugees than the native-born 
population.  
Other key findings from this study include the substantial increase in earnings for male 
refugees as compared to females, as well as the differences in earnings for refugees from 
different countries of origin. Again, while the reasons for these discrepancies cannot be 
confirmed absolutely, potential explanations for both of these findings were enumerated in 
Chapter 4. My analysis also found that English-language instruction in the country of origin did 
not have a significant effect on earnings in the U.S. However, English-language training after 
arrival was significant. This significance suggests that attending one of these trainings was 
associated with a reduction in U.S. earnings, both when high school students were and were not 
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included. However, as explored in Chapter 4, due to both the time frame of the training and 
earnings, the refugees who may be more likely to elect to participate in these trainings, the 
sacrifice in work time required to attend these trainings, and the overall lack of longitudinal data, 
the result is likely not entirely representative of reality. Therefore, at face value, the results 
appear to directly contradict my hypothesis that English-language training in the U.S. would 
increase refugee earnings; however, in reality this result is complicated. While it certainly did not 
support my hypothesis, there is evidence that it may not actually disprove it to the extent it 
appears to.  
Finally, I also hypothesized that further education obtained in the U.S. would lead to an 
increase in earnings, but was unable to test this hypothesis due to the extremely low number of 
observations. This low number was likely primarily due to the time frame, as the survey only 
included refugees who have arrived within the past five years, which is not enough time for 
many refugees to be able to obtain additional degrees or certifications.  
As discussed in Chapter 3, the size and nature of the dataset with the presence of survey 
weights and a variety of measures to utilize as controls, the generalizability of this study is strong 
compared to many others. While there are many countries of origin and spoken languages not 
represented in the data, because refugees were surveyed from across the U.S. the generalizability 
to refugees across the U.S. from the represented countries of origin who speak the offered 
languages is high. Limitations persist in the form of non-response bias, a limited time frame, and 
the lack of longitudinal data; however, the strength of the dataset – in particular the rigorous 





 As evidenced in the results, the positive relationship between education and earnings 
holds true for refugees. However, this study did not calculate the size of this relationship for the 
native-born U.S. population and therefore is unable to comment on the difference in size of the 
relationship for these two populations. Nevertheless, prior literature has established that foreign 
degrees are not entirely transferable and therefore place the degree-holder at a disadvantage as 
compared to someone with a U.S. degree (Arbeit & Warren, 2013; Kanas & Tubergen, 2009; 
Friedberg, 2000). In order to address this disadvantage, federal policymakers should consider 
revisiting the standards by which we grant someone recognition of their foreign-obtained degree. 
Greater transferability will likely grant them access to higher-paying jobs for which they already 
have the training, just obtained in their country of origin. There have been some suggestions in 
certain states of creating a specific office to oversee review of foreign qualifications and a set of 
standards for their recognition (Yildiz, 2009). However, to date this has not been implemented 
on a national level. This is strongly recommended in order to standardize this procedure as much 
as possible and hopefully increase recognition of foreign qualifications – when appropriate – 
which will in turn improve economic outcomes for refugees and immigrants alike.  
 In addition to reevaluating the standards of transferring foreign degrees and other 
qualifications, additional resources for refugees specifically in the realm of education would 
clearly prove beneficial in terms of future earnings for this population. Unfortunately, there was 
insufficient data on additional education obtained in the U.S. and therefore this study was unable 
to empirically measure its effect on earnings. However, previous literature has established the 
positive impact that education has on earnings (Riddell, 2006; Van der Velden & Wolbers, 2007; 
Cheeseman Day & Newburger, 2002) and has also strongly indicated that host-country education 
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increases earnings by even more than country-of-origin education (Ferrer & Riddell, 2008; 
Lancee & Bol, 2017; Hartog & Zorlu, 2009). Therefore, because this study showed that 
increased country-of-origin education corresponds to increased U.S. earnings, it is clear that 
increasing educational resources for refugees in the U.S. will have a positive impact on earnings 
as well. These resources could take a variety of forms, from additional scholarships or grants to 
increase access to further education to simply providing more consistent English-training 
programs across the country to cater to all refugees, regardless of location.  
Furthermore, the variation in earnings for refugees from different countries of origin 
suggests that strategies to target certain refugee populations may prove beneficial. While it is 
important to provide resources to all refugees regardless of their country of origin, programs that 
specifically target refugees from the DRC, Somalia, and Syria may be especially useful in order 
to address the lower earnings of refugees from these countries compared to others. While 
unknowable from the dataset utilized in this study, it is possible that refugees from these 
countries are generally less likely to access resources that are available to them; if this is the 
case, then advertising targeted at these groups (especially advertising created in the languages 
spoken by these refugees) will likely be useful. Finally, the development of programs aimed at 
increasing female workforce participation would be helpful in addressing the large gender wage 
gap evidenced in the results.  
Recommendations for Further Research 
 While the results of this study certainly expand on the previous understanding of the 
relationship between education and earnings for refugees in the U.S., further research is needed 
to gain an even more comprehensive picture. However, in order to realize this research, 
additional data must be collected. Ideally, future datasets will contain longitudinal data, which 
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will allow future researchers to examine exactly how some of the findings in this study change 
over time. Even without longitudinal data, a dataset that surveyed refugees who arrived more 
than five or fewer years ago would also allow researchers to study longer-term outcomes for 
refugees in the U.S. These different datasets would be especially useful for studying the true 
effect of attending an English-language training program in the U.S. – this study postulates that 
these programs would increase U.S. earnings in the long-term, but was limited by the data in the 
ability to prove or disprove this. Longer-term data is also critical for studying the impact of 
further educational attainment since arrival in the U.S. This sample size was too small in the 
2017 Annual Survey dataset, but if additional data was collected after refugees had been in the 
U.S. for longer, there would likely be enough data to utilize U.S. education in the statistical 
models as well.  
 Additional research, particularly qualitative, is also needed to better identify the reasons 
for both the gender wage gap and the country-of-origin wage gap found in this study. Further 
investigation into these results will likely yield important and more specific policy 
recommendations for female refugees as well as refugee populations from different countries of 
origin. Additionally, the lack of countries of origin represented in the dataset also prompts 
further research into how refugees from countries not included fare in the U.S. Finally, while 
research into the other facets of a refugee’s life and integration is outside the scope of this study, 
it is also interesting and important as well. This study focused on economic integration; however, 
investigating social integration is crucial for constructing a well-rounded picture of the refugee 
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Person-level RADS factors utilized in the creation of the post-stratification adjustment weights 
• Year of entry 
• Origin country collapsed to top 5 and all other 
• Family size at arrival with 5+ collapsed into one category 
• Voluntary agency collapsed to top 5 and all other 
• U.S. state originally settled in collapsed to Census regions  
• Age at arrival collapsed into 5 categories [0-15, 16-24, 25-39, 40-54, and 55+]  
• Gender 
• Ethnicity collapsed to top 7 and all other 
• Educational attainment collapsed into 6 categories (none/kindergarten, primary, 
intermediate, secondary, postsecondary, and unknown/missing) 





Languages offered when conducting the 2017 Annual Survey of Refugees and their 
corresponding percentages (table recreated from survey documentation) (Urban Institute, 2017). 
Language 
Count 








1 Arabic 23% 23% 
2 Nepali 35% 13% 
3 Somali 46% 10% 
4 Sgaw Karen 51% 6% 
5 Spanish 55% 4% 
6 Kiswahili 59% 4% 
7 Kinyarwanda 62% 2% 
8 Farsi, Western 64% 2% 
9 Burmese 66% 2% 
10 Tedim 67% 2% 
11 Chaldean (only available via interpreter) 69% 2% 
12 Tigrinya 71% 2% 
13 Lai 72% 1% 
14 Russian 73% 1% 
15 English 74% 0.4% 
16 French 74% 0.4% 
17 Amharic 75% 0.4% 
 
